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z Harvard-MIT Division of Health Sciences and Technology, Cambridge, MA, USAMuch excitement has been generated with the advent of
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) techniques to directly
visualize cartilage structure and molecular composition
in vivo. There is no question that development of non-
destructive imaging methods for evaluating the biochemical
state of cartilage has the potential to revolutionize the ap-
proaches to understanding degeneration and for evaluating
therapeutic efﬁcacy. And, given the prevalence of disability
resulting from cartilage degeneration, there is a societal and
medical imperative to understand and better address de-
generation. After more than a decade’s worth of exploring
the capabilities of various MRI parameters and the recent
application of several of those parameters in clinical OA tri-
als, perhaps it is time to examine whether molecular MRI is
fulﬁlling its promise, and what might be done as the ﬁeld
moves forward. As a number of important tissue character-
istics need to be interrogated, several MRI metrics will most
likely be needed for a full evaluation of cartilage. Here we
discuss in particular the three parameters which have
been implemented for observing different molecular aspects
of cartilage in clinical trials of OA.
Perhaps the most widely implemented MR parameter ap-
plied to cartilage molecular imaging is T2. Quantitative T2
has been the subject of numerous studies since 1989
when the variation of T2 across cartilage was demon-
strated1. T2 is an MR relaxation time reﬂecting interactions
between water molecules and between water and surround-
ing macromolecules, with increasing interaction resulting in
a decreased T2. Not surprisingly, T2 is affected by many
physiologic and pathophysiologic processes that relate to
the state of cartilage.
There has been a prevailing general impression from the
literature that T2 is expected to increase with degeneration,
as both the disruption of cartilage architecture and increa-
sed hydration that are normally associated with cartilage
degeneration generally increase T2. Indeed, a number of re-
ports demonstrate increasedT2with cartilagedegeneration2e4
and in individuals with OA relative to healthy volunteers5,6.
Conversely, what have not been recognized as much
are data demonstrating unchanged or decreased T2 with
in vitro degeneration7e10 and in clinical T2 images11,12. It
has been hypothesized that collagenase induced collagen
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water and the collagen molecule, decreasing T29.
In osteoarthritis, many factors involved in cartilage
degeneration are likely to be present, with two important
implications: ﬁrst, the competing factors may offset each
other leading to much reduced sensitivity to disease. This
may be the reason for the relatively disappointing results
in prior studies of T2 of little or inconsistent changes in T2
in various stages of disease2,4,6,8,9,13,14.
Second, a lack of appreciation of the competing factors
may lead to misinterpretation of T2 data in a way that
may confound efforts to ﬁnd effective therapies. For exam-
ple, consider a trial of a therapeutic intervention (such as
disease modifying drugs) that inhibits the action (or produc-
tion) of collagenase. In this case the positive effect of the
intervention (less cleavage of molecules) might lead to an
increased T2 (fewer water interaction sites); yet at present
an increased T2 would likely be misinterpreted as increased
cartilage degeneration.
This is not an issue of the accuracy of the T2 measure-
ments themselves15 or of the spatial resolution over which
T2 is analyzed, as the inherent competing tissue effects
would be present even with perfect, regionalized T2 mea-
surements and analysis.
Thus, a large number of careful T2 studies have been
done to date. From the aggregate information obtained
thus far, it is important to acknowledge that it is not presently
possible to interpret a change in T2 as reﬂecting an improve-
ment or decline of the state of cartilage in clinical trials of OA,
where multiple biological and mechanical effects are pres-
ent, each of which may drive T2 in different directions.
This conclusion does not diminish the potential role of T2 in
more controlled situations, for example the investigation of col-
lagen architectural structure in intact cartilage16, with cartilage
development17, or mechanical effects on in vivo cartilage18.
In addition to T2, two other methods for molecular MRI of
cartilage degeneration have received much attention: T1rho
and delayed Gadolinium Enhanced MRI of Cartilage (dGEM-
RIC). T1rho (T1 in the rotating frame) is similar to T2 in that it
is affected by general interactions between water and macro-
molecules. T1rho was initially proposed to be relatively spe-
ciﬁc for glycosaminoglycan (GAG)19. In support of that
notion, several studies have illustrated changes in T1rho in
response to interventions that reduced tissue GAG8,20,21.
However, one must keep in mind that T1rho is also
sensitive to numerous cartilage factors, particularly hydra-
tion, GAG, and collagen9,22. Furthermore, like T2, factors7
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tial and competing effects on T1rho; the competing effects
may explain the results where T1rho was not affected in
some cases of cartilage degeneration9,19.
Thus, although shown to have a larger dynamic range
than T24, the overall literature results do not support a gen-
eralized interpretation of T1rho. T1rho is sensitive to many
competing factors, and demands the same caution in inter-
pretation of improvement or degeneration of cartilage as
does T2.
dGEMRIC is a method designed to measure ﬁxed charge
density in cartilage, adapting established approaches pio-
neered by Maroudas et al.23e25. The technique is based
on the premise that mobile ions will distribute in cartilage
in relation to the concentration of the charged GAG mole-
cules. In this method the mobile ion is the MRI contrast
agent Gd(DTPA)2 (Magnevist, Berlex, NJ). In part because
of the biophysical basis for dGEMRIC, the long-known fact
that cartilage matrix charge is dominated by GAG, and the
intrinsic ability to measure Gd(DTPA)2 concentration by
MRI, theoretically dGEMRIC should be straightforward to
interpret, and speciﬁc for GAG.
Yet, questions remain regarding the direct correspon-
dence of dGEMRIC to GAG concentration in vivo. These
include conditions which might impact the dosing of
Gd(DTPA)2 to yield a given plasma Gd(DTPA)2concen-
tration (BMI, or percentage of adipose vs lean tissue
mass)26, transport of Gd(DTPA)2 into cartilage (synovitis,
bone sclerosis)27 and assumptions made in converting the
MRI measurement of T1 to Gd(DTPA)2 concentration (var-
iations in T1 without Gd(DTPA)2 and contrast agent
Gd(DTPA)2 ‘‘relaxivity’’)28. These issues need further
work for clariﬁcation under different clinical scenarios of OA.
Because of these questions, reports to date describe
in vivo ﬁndings in terms of the ‘‘dGEMRIC Index’’. Several
reports have demonstrated ﬁndings relating the dGEMRIC
Index to pathologic processes and therapeutic
interventions26,29e36.
While these individual studies show promise, implemen-
tation of dGEMRIC has been relatively limited. Although
the method does not require any specialized equipment,
the technique can be inconvenient (e.g., it requires approx-
imately a 2 h delay between injection of the contrast agent
and imaging), and the pulse sequences are not routinely
available. The implementation is dependent upon different
manufacturer’s MRI platforms, and sharing of the software
pulse sequences amongst investigators is difﬁcult.
Indeed, this is a general issue: investigations of T2 and
T1rho are also hampered by difﬁculties of appropriately
installing MRI pulse sequences for the measurements.
Enabling a more open collaboration between MRI groups
is essential for obtaining in vivo data and for the ﬁeld to
progress more rapidly.
Several other parameters for interrogating cartilage
molecular composition, structure, and architecture have
been evaluated, including sodium MRI37,38, diffusion and
diffusion tensor imaging39e42, and magnetization trans-
fer43e46. In general they have been limited by difﬁculties
in in vivo implementation, poor spatial resolution, and/or
limited sensitivity to degeneration, and are not currently
being used in clinical trials.
Where are we?
In summary, results to date have yielded substantial infor-
mation on MRI parameters in the evaluation of OA. Yet,
important challenges remain in studying, implementing,and interpreting MR studies of cartilage molecular structure
and composition. Due to the competing effects of different
aspects of cartilage degeneration on T2, we believe that
the interpretation of T2 as reﬂecting an improvement or
decline of the disease state in clinical trials of OA is not cur-
rently possible. As a particular concern, the competing
effects might lead to misinterpretation of progression or
regression of natural disease and studies involving disease
modifying drugs, where aspects of collagen molecular
structure might be impacted and offset (or dominate) the
effects of loss of architectural structure and increased
hydration. T1rho, while demonstrating improved dynamic
range as compared with T2, has the same inherent difﬁculty
of competing multifactorial components with their associ-
ated potential misinterpretation that needs to be acknowl-
edged and addressed. dGEMRIC has a clear theoretical
basis for speciﬁcity to GAG, and its use in limited clinical
studies has offered interesting insights, but issues related
to dosing and transport of contrast agent, and conversion
of T1 to Gd(DTPA)2 concentration need to be addressed,
and its utility is limited by difﬁculties in widespread imple-
mentation. Other MRI parameters which have been investi-
gated have not demonstrated the required sensitivity or
speciﬁcity for clinical trials of OA.
Have we delivered on the promise of MR for evaluating
cartilage in OA? A great deal more is known now than 15
years ago when this ﬁeld essentially began. And the need
for imaging markers of OA is as great as ever. However,
signiﬁcant problems remain in implementation and inter-
pretation of the currently proposed parameters if they
are to provide insight into OA progression and treatment,
and it is not clear that these problems are surmountable.
As a community we need to encourage critical discussion
about the objectives and adequacy of the many proposed
imaging approaches, and investigate the possibility of
new approaches. This will require input from varied
communities of biologists, clinicians, physicists, chemists,
and instrument manufacturers. With such interactions, we
can further the potential for imaging approaches to aid in
the development of therapeutic and preventative strate-
gies to alleviate the disability associated with cartilage
degeneration.
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